Background
Outbreaks of equine influenza (EI) occur regularly throughout most countries of the world. Prior to the current outbreak in Australia, Iceland, New Zealand and Australia were the only countries that had never reported the occurrence of EI. EI is the most frequently diagnosed and economically important cause of viral respiratory disease of horses. Because EI is an ongoing risk among horses that co-mingle (shows, races, sales), vaccination to prevent disease is commonly employed in the United States. Equine influenza is not a human pathogen, but the virus can be transported on people's clothing, hands, or equipment. In 2004 in the United States, a strain of equine influenza A H3N8 virus caused a major outbreak of influenza in canines. 
Epidemiologic Indications
Investigations are underway to determine if a link exits between the affected horses at the Centennial Parklands Equestrian Centre and the quarantine station. Horses at the quarantine station were from multiple countries, including Japan. Japan has been experiencing a major outbreak of equine influenza since mid-August; however, at this time there is no official link between the Australian and Japanese outbreaks. Media sources report that investigators are also focusing on a one-day event held near Maitland, NSW as the possible source of the outbreak. Horses imported into Australia are required to be vaccinated for EI with an inactivated vaccine. 
Australian Equine Industry Impact
Australia's horse industry contributed over U.S. $5.2 billion to the gross domestic product (GDP), according to a 2001 study. Estimates of the numbers of horses in the country ranged from 900,000 to 1.8 million. Racing and associated activities were estimated to have contributed slightly more than U.S. $3.2 billion. Equestrian events contributed almost U.S. $0.3 billion. Eighty-five percent of Australia's horses are in New South Wales, Victoria and Queensland.
Australia is one of the leading countries in the world in Thoroughbred racing. In 2005, Australia was second only to the United States in the number of Thoroughbred races held, closely followed by Japan (Table 1) . Australia was third in the amount of purses and fourth in the amount of money bet on the races worldwide.
The outbreak of EI is affecting multiple facets of the equine industry. Racing has been halted at various tracks leading to economic ripple effects of lost wagering, unemployment and lost race purses. Tabcorp, one of the top wagering groups in Australia, expects to lose U.S. $123.5 million from a week of no racing.
Some of the world's top Thoroughbred stallions, which have completed their breeding seasons in the Northern Hemisphere, are being imported to Australia for the Southern Hemisphere breeding season, which typically starts on September 1. As a result of the EI outbreak, some 40 international stallions have been quarantined in Australia. In addition, the New Zealand government has closed its borders to horses from Australia, including dozens of top American, European and Asian stallions worth an estimated $500 million.
At a special emergency national meeting on August 27, the Australian Racing Board agreed to a proposal by Thoroughbred Breeders Australia that the beginning of the breeding season be brought forward from September 1 to August 27, 2007. Due to the uncertainty about the duration of restrictions on the movement of horses, approval was given for mares to be covered from August 27. This will permit mares currently on breeding farms to be covered by resident stallions as of August 27, bringing the breeding season forward by six days. This action was taken in the hope of relieving an anticipated congestion of mares' coverings when the current restrictions on the movement of horses are eventually lifted.
____________________________________________
1 Australian imports/exports do not match Japanese imports/exports due to discrepancies between countries' reported data (e.g., Australian reported imports of horses from Japan are different from Japanese reported exports of horses to Australia).
